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Abstract 
The National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education (1997) concluded that 
“increasing participation in higher education is a necessary and desirable objective of 
national policy over the next 20 years” and a number of initiatives have been put in place 
to drive this agenda forward. However higher education policy is increasingly viewed as 
part of a broader strategy for increasing young people’s participation in education. From 
this perspective, a key aim is that as many young people as possible continue their 
education in some form or other beyond the years of compulsory schooling. 
This paper brings together information on higher education (from the Universities and 
Colleges Admission Service) with data on other forms of participation (from the Open 
University and the Learning and Skills Council) to investigate participation in several 
types of full- and part-time education by the North East’s post-school-age adults. We 
develop a measure of overall participation by area, and also by categories such as gender 
and level of study. This approach also allows new questions to be asked, such as “do 
areas which send few young adults to university have a higher take-up of courses in local 
colleges?” 
It is hoped that analyses of this kind will help further and higher education institutions to 
target their strategies for widening participation more effectively. In the medium term, 
integrating information from many sources could help to track and monitor the 
effectiveness of widening participation policies which are now being put in place. 
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Introduction 
The North East under-performs on various measures of education, with the lowest 
percentage of 16/17 year olds staying on in full-time education in England and Wales 
(Payne 2001) and the lowest proportion of adults educated to NVQ4 or above (One 
Northeast 2000). On a more positive note there has been some evidence of an increase in 
adult learning from 64 percent in 1997 to 72 percent in 2001 (La Valle 2001). In general 
though the North East can be described as a low aspirational area in education terms, with 
many young people not seeing higher education as a natural progression route. There is 
widespread acknowledgement that economic regeneration and development depends on 
the success of universities and colleges in increasing levels of participation so as to 
develop the skills and knowledge base of a wider sector of the population.  Since 1999 
the six universities in the North East have adopted a collective approach to improving 
levels of participation and have established a range of initiatives to wider higher 
education participation. This paper presents some of the findings from a larger study, 
with the emphasis here on the development of a measure of overall participation which 
provides a bench-mark against which future trends can be measured. 
The authors would like to acknowledge the guidance and support of Universities for the 
North East who commissioned this project and the often considerable efforts of UCAS, 
the Open University and the LSC who supplied data for the research. 
Literature review and policy context 
“Learning is the key to prosperity: for each of us as individuals, as well as for the nation 
as a whole. Investment in human capital will be the foundation of success in the 
knowledge-based global economy of the twenty-first century” (DfEE 1998). 
A growing number of academics and policy makers have indicated that economic growth 
has become increasingly reliant on the availability of a highly skilled and educated 
workforce. Certainly the UK Government has committed itself to the establishment of a 
learning society in which all people have opportunities to succeed. Increasing access to 
learning, and providing opportunities for success and progression, are central to the 
Government’s strategy (FEFC 1997; DfEE 1998). 
One key element of this strategy has been the continued expansion of higher education. 
However, the significant increase in student numbers over the past thirty years has not led 
to an equitable socio-economic representation, particularly in higher education. Currently 
only one in six of all young people from disadvantaged backgrounds enter HE compared 
with approaching half of those in the middle and upper groups (DfEE 2000). In other 
words the more affluent social groups continue to benefit disproportionately from higher 
education.  As a result, there has been a recognised policy objective to widen access to 
‘non-traditional’ students, for example those students from semi-skilled or unskilled 
family backgrounds or from disadvantaged localities, students with disabilities, and 
students with few prior qualifications. 
A recent report by the National Audit Office (2002) considered that people from poorer 
social classes may face particular obstacles to participation in higher education due to: 
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• early disengagement from education; 
• differing educational opportunities prior to higher education; 
• concerns about completing and benefiting from higher education; and  
• problems in securing financial support. 
However higher education policy is viewed as just part of a broader strategy for 
increasing young people’s participation in education. A key aim is that as many young 
people as possible should continue their education full- or part-time, in some form or 
other, beyond the years of compulsory schooling.  In order to measure progression 
towards a ‘learning society’ a number of National Learning Targets were launched in 
October 1998. These aimed to measure progress through the attainment of qualifications 
or skills: for example 85% of 19 year olds to hold a Level 2 qualification and 60% of 21-
year olds a Level 3 qualification by December 2002.  In addition, the Government 
indicated that by 2010 “50% of young people should have the opportunity of benefiting 
from HE by the time they are 30” (DfEE 2000).  
The National Adult Learning Survey aims to monitor trends in participation in adult 
learning and progress towards meeting the National Learning Target for adult 
participation. A ‘learner’ is considered to have left continuous full-time education and 
taken part in taught or self-directed learning activities within the past three years (La 
Valle 2001).  Results from the survey indicate that overall the learning participation rate 
has gone up slightly from 74% in 1997 to 76% in 2001.  There was however evidence of 
regional variations in the learning patterns and particular evidence of a North-South 
divide in terms of participation in learning. 
This paper brings together information on higher education with data on other forms of 
participation to investigate participation in full and part-time education by the North 
East’s 18 (+) year olds. The analysis focuses on participation in 1999/2000 although 
several more years of data has been collected. The analysis excludes people who are 60 
or over as this group is unlikely to make as much contribution to the wider ‘learning 
economy’ objectives which underpin the drive towards widening participation. 
Methodology 
We measured participation in higher education using data from the Universities and 
Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) who provided us with details of accepted 
applicants with North East region home addresses.  The UCAS records include those 
individuals studying both HND and degree level qualifications but does not include 
applications to part-time or postgraduate courses. We also do not have information on 
whether students complete courses.  It is worth noting that participation in full-time 
higher education is measured by combining those who entered UCAS colleges and 
universities in 1999/00 with all those who entered in 1998/99 plus those entering for a 
degree (not HND) in 1997/98 and those entering to study for a degree at a Scottish higher 
education institute in 1996/97 (as Scottish degree courses are generally four years long). 
As a measure of part-time higher education counts of Open University students have been 
produced.  Since the OU requires students to pay at the beginning of each course, we 
used the records of students who had paid as an indication of the numbers intending to 
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participate in study. Both data providers were also able to categorise students’ age, 
gender, ethnicity, disability, prior qualifications, subject studied and study location. 
Data on further education was provided by the Learning and Skills Council which is 
responsible for all post 16 education and training.  The LSC collates Individual Student 
Record (ISR) returns from all institutions in receipt of further education funding. The ISR 
covers all students enrolled at colleges in the FE sector, including some HE students.  The 
ISR comprises three datasets, a student dataset which provided us with the home location, 
age, gender, ethnicity, disability of the student, a prior qualification dataset, and 
information on the course taken. Unfortunately a high percentage of data was missing 
from the course studied and the prior qualifications dataset which meant we were unable 
to use these variables.   
To most appropriately measure the population which may, or may not, participate in 
education and/or training, we used information from the Neighbourhood Statistics service 
at ward level.  The analysis also uses the Index of Multiple Deprivation to indicate the 
relative affluence/poverty of the neighbourhood each student comes from. Using the IMD 
here guarantees that our findings can be compared to the many other policy relevant 
studies which are finding that people living in neighbourhoods with high IMD values face 
a wide range of disadvantages. 
A key decision concerned the ‘unit of analysis’ for measuring participation.  The simplest 
approach would be to count the numbers of courses studied, but we felt this was 
unsatisfactory because it would effectively treat a single GCSE course studied as ’equal’ 
to studying full-time for a degree. An alternative option would be to count the individuals 
who were participating but again this would produce a statistic which counted a person 
studying a single part-time course as equal to a full-time student.  On balance, the 
preferable approach seemed to be estimating a full-time equivalent (FTE) measure which 
we constructed by considering each course studied in terms of its required time 
commitment. In effect studying full-time at a university equals 1.0 FTE. Open University 
courses mostly require 600 hours of study and were considered equal to 0.5 FTE (hence 
0.25 FTE for those courses requiring 300 hours).  For further education qualifications, the 
FTE value was calculated by reference to a course’s guided learning hours (GLH), which 
is the time when members of staff are there to give specific guidance towards the 
qualification being studied. The course with the highest GLH value was GNVQ 
(advanced) and this was assessed as 1.0 FTE here; the FTE values for all other courses 
were calculated by dividing their GLH by this highest GLH value. 
The final measure of participation is then obtained by adding together all courses taken 
by all residents aged at least 18 (and under 60).  Participation rates are calculated by 
dividing this value by the population in that age range. 
Overview of Participation in the North East Region 
The map below shows ward level patterns of participation in further or higher education 
in the North East region for those aged 18-59 years.  The distribution of high and low 
values is not straightforward due to strongly contrasting values often occurring next to 
each other in places where sharp social divisions are not particularly evident.  A similar 
pattern of participation is found if the analysis is very much narrowed to just include 
those aged 18 and 19 years. This could encourage the view that some areas have a much 
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stronger culture of learning, shared by the local people of all ages.  The overall picture is 
fairly similar to the pattern found when full-time university study was taken in isolation. 
Evidence is strong that there is a clear urban-rural contrast, with higher values 
predominating in more rural areas. This relationship was formally established by 
correlating these ward-level participation rates with a measure of urbanisation (Coombes 
& Raybould 2001). 
 
Map 1: Participation in higher or further education in the North East region 
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When the overall level of participation is plotted against the index of multiple deprivation 
a very definite tendency emerges for wards with high IMD rates to have low levels of 
participation overall. A similar pattern is also observed when the analysis is restricted to 
those aged 18 and 19 years. 
 
Figure 1: Overall participation and the IMD (wards) 
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When this effect is disaggregated by type of provision, it becomes evident that wards 
with higher levels of deprivation tend to have particularly low participation in higher 
education. Research elsewhere (Dearing 1997, Metcalf 1997, Connor 2001, EAN 1998, 
2002) has acknowledged this effect on young people’s likelihood of going to university, 
but this study shows the same pattern in the participation rate of people in their 20s and 
over.  Moreover this effect is not limited to participation in full-time higher education, the 
analysis also shows the tendency for people in more deprived areas to be less likely to 
take up Open University courses. There was relatively little urban/rural contrast in 
people’s take-up of Open University courses, despite the distance learning nature of the 
courses making them especially suitable for residents of rural areas.  
The geographical pattern of participation at FE college proved to be much more complex 
mainly because courses at FE extend across a wide spectrum from what could be seen as 
‘hobby’ courses to higher education in some colleges. In fact the analysis shows that 
there is a slight tendency for more deprived areas to have higher levels of FE 
participation. 
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It is not really possible to calculate participation rates for key groups of the population 
such as ethnic minorities or people with disabilities, because producing a participation 
rate requires the population at risk to be measured, and this poses a problem.  Both ethnic 
minority and disabled people can be identified in the Labour Force Survey but the 
published statistics are very heavily ‘rounded’ and this greatly reduces their value for the 
small population sub-groups of interest here. Even analysing the data for the whole 
region produces scarcely robust results; the values for smaller areas such as LAs are 
inherently unreliable.  With this in mind the analysis below explores the relationships 
between age and gender and other categorises of students for those who are participating 
only.  
Table 1 below brings together information on the gender of participants across the three 
sectors by Learning and Skills Council (LSC) area. The strong message across all the four 
LSC areas is that men over the age of 30 seem notably less likely to study. More in-depth 
enquiry would be needed to find out if this was mostly due to men being more ‘turned off 
from learning’ or was more a reflection of women taking up FE courses for reasons 
which may of course, not be strongly related to the economic aspects of the government’s 
life-long learning agenda. 
 
Table 1: Female students' share of overall participation (%)
Age Categories
LSC Area Under 20 20-29 30-39 40 or over Total
Northumberland 51.0 51.9 63.1 63.0 54.5
Tyne and Wear 51.2 52.2 61.7 60.0 54.6
County Durham 49.2 53.3 61.0 61.7 54.5
Tees Valley 50.0 52.6 61.6 59.1 54.0
Total 50.5 52.5 61.7 60.4 54.4
 
Table 2 summarises what is known about the ethnicity of participants, although it is 
worth noting that there are some non-response problems in the data (which mainly affects 
the OU students who, in practice, make up the lowest proportion of the overall dataset). 
Only a very small proportion of those participating in education overall are from ethnic 
minority groups; however these proportions do closely follow these groups’ shares of the 
areas’ total population. The North East does not have a high ethnic minority population, 
while the relatively small numbers who do live in the region tend to be concentrated in 
central urban areas within the region (Tees Valley Joint Strategy Unit 2001). 
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Table 2: Non-white students' share of overall participation (%)
Gender
LSC Area Male Female Total
Northumberland 1.6 1.1 1.4
Tyne and Wear 4.8 4.3 4.6
County Durham 1.9 1.6 1.7
Tees Valley 4.4 3.9 4.1
Total 3.8 3.3 3.5
 
Table 3 brings together information on disability among participants in overall education 
and indicates that only a very small proportion of students declare themselves to be 
disabled, with slightly higher levels for men than women.  These patterns seem to 
conform with the evidence on patterns of disability among the population as a whole 
which can be found in sources such as the LFS.  The analysis also suggests that there are 
no strong area differences in the likelihood of people with disabilities participating in 
education. 
 
Table 3: Disabled students' share of overall participation (%)
Gender
LSC Area Male Female Total
Northumberland 4.7 4.2 4.4
Tyne and Wear 3.9 3.5 3.7
County Durham 3.7 2.9 3.3
Tees Valley 4.7 4.6 4.6
Total 4.2 3.8 4.0
 
Open/distance learning 
There is some open/distance learning provided by the FE sector which can be combined 
with data from the Open University to form an overall ‘off campus’ learning category. 
Table 4 below contrasts this category with people learning on campus at FE college or 
studying full-time at university.  It is evident that the propensity to study by open/distance 
learning increases with age, providing a significant contribution to study options for 
people aged 30 and over particularly in rural Northumberland.  
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Table 4: Participation in open/distance learning by age (%)
Age Bands
LSC Area Under 20 20-29 30-39 40 or over Total
Northumberland 0.4 3.7 14.9 16.4 5.7
Tyne and Wear 0.9 3.7 11.8 12.7 5.5
County Durham 0.7 3.7 10.5 11.5 5.0
Tees Valley 0.6 3.4 11.0 13.1 4.9
Total 0.7 3.6 11.7 13.0 5.3
 
Level of study 
A final, and very important, issue to explore with the all-sector data on participation is the 
level of study.  Table 5 shows that Levels 4 and 5 make up over 50% of participation 
overall in FTE terms. Level 3 (which includes A levels) represents less than a fifth of the 
total, except for the under 20 age group. The table also shows that nearly half of the study 
undertaken by the 40 or over age category is at Level 1 and 2.  So far as the data can be 
relied upon, the results here are very positive in terms of minority ethnic groups’ 
participation at Levels 4 or 5 (HND or above), with disabled people not so far behind in 
the proportion of their participation which is at this high level. 
 
Table 5: Levels of study overall by key selected groups (%)
Study Level Total Female Under 20 40 or over Non-white Disabled
Level 4 & 5 54.9 53.2 65.5 20.7 60.7 49.9
Level 3 17.7 17.2 23.1 17.8 14.6 14.8
Level 2 13.5 14.3 7.0 25.7 9.7 12.0
Level 1 and entry 9.5 10.7 3.1 23.8 9.0 15.4
Other 4.3 4.6 1.4 11.9 5.9 8.0
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Participation in the North East for those aged 18 and 19 
The following section focuses attention on participation by 18 and 19 year olds, and 
addresses the key question of whether to go to university or instead to take up the FE 
option. Figure 2 demonstrates the influence of areas’ relative level of affluence on their 
young people’s likelihood of participating in HE rather than FE (nb. no account is, of 
course, taken here of young people who are not participating at all). Although the overall 
pattern indicates that wards with low levels of deprivation tend to have high participation 
rates at university rather than at FE college, it is important to stress that there is still 
considerable variation for policy to address. In particular, there is a huge range of 
participation behaviour among wards with fairly ‘average’ IMD scores (say between 10 
and 25); this seems to leave considerable scope for future policies to influence these 
patterns.  
 
Figure 2 Participation of the under 20s: full-time university as against FE college 
study, and the IMD (wards) 
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Conclusion 
Although the data which has been collected here is certainly not perfect it does provide 
the basis for a first benchmark analysis of participation in full and part-time education in 
the North East. The analyses could for example have had a much broader perspective on 
learning if data on training had been accessible, or if postgraduate study had been 
included. That said, the analysis is innovative in its attempt to move away from a reliance 
on survey based methods to establish patterns of participation towards a population based 
monitoring system. 
Within the patterns that emerge, there is a broad confirmation of earlier studies which 
show that people from more deprived neighbourhoods participate less in higher 
education. However we were able to take this analysis one step further by demonstrating 
that it applies not only to school-leavers but also to older age groups. The broader 
coverage of our data also enables us to highlight patterns of participation in other forms 
of learning.  We were able to demonstrate that the link between neighbourhood affluence 
and participation applies to the OU as much as to full-time study at university, a fairly 
disappointing finding given that entry to OU courses does not depend on having good 
prior qualifications.  At the same time participation in FE shows a weak (but nonetheless 
still definite) relationship in the opposite direction, in other words people in more 
deprived areas are more likely to participate in FE college study than people in affluent 
areas. As FE participation includes a wide diversity of levels of study, the next step could 
be to break it down and examine who is taking up which types of study opportunity. 
However our findings also show that areas with similar levels of deprivation/affluence 
also vary in their participation rates.  This would suggest that a policy to widen 
participation cannot succeed if it simply targets certain types of area but does not also 
address the more specific constraints which deter some people from taking up 
opportunities which their neighbours embrace. In other words the analyses here cannot 
separate out real area effects from other influences. Data about the home background of 
individual students would be needed before it was possible to say how far the 
participation of a deprived area’s residents was simply due to their level of poverty, as 
opposed to them being influenced by real neighbourhood factors such as those which are 
assumed by theories suggesting that there is an ‘anti-education ethos’ in some areas.  
This paper has also shown that variations in the participation levels of different 
population groups tend to confirm the findings of research elsewhere. Participation by 
men drops more rapidly with age than is the case for women.  People from minority 
ethnic groups seem to be participating at a level in keeping with the share of the region’s 
population, although the numbers are too small to permit reliable analyses of individual 
ethnic or cultural groups. People with disabilities seem to be participating in all sectors, 
even though the data on these groups is far from complete.  Further analysis is called for 
into the evidence that take-up of learning by people with few if any previous 
qualifications remains low. 
Some of the problems faced by the research were due to inadequate data about the 
composition of local populations. Here the prospects seem more positive, because a year 
from now the 2001 census data should have been published which will provide ready 
access to information on ward populations, their age structure, ethnic composition, social 
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status and, to some extent, prior qualifications, making analysis more robust. Further 
work prompted by this dataset could include more detailed examination of the patterns 
briefly sketched here and also in-depth study of, for example, the factors lying behind 
different levels of participation from people in areas which would have been expected to 
be rather similar. Differences such as these might help to reveal key factors which 
encourage take-up of learning opportunities, and so provide the basis for policies in the 
region which may succeed in widening participation. 
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